ostensibly 'fictional' first half of the film, 'documentary' appears by proxy in the photographs that adorn the train's walls, and in the anthropological and historical data recited by Frau Mueller-Vohwinkel (Irm Hermann). 'Fiction' appears within the Mongolian scenes in the form of narrated tales and pantomimes, which Ottinger often films in a frontal presentation that emphasises their theatricality. The artifice of the train segments complements rather than contrasts the formal staging of the Mongolian sequences -as Janet Bergstrom says, speaking of China: The Arts -Everyday Life in 'The Theatre of Everyday Life': 'What we see is already on display'. 4 The long takes and slow pans that dominate the second half of the film are reminiscent of Michelangelo Antonioni and other directors of the European New Wave, and invoke a style that, while certainly indebted to Neorealism and cinéma vérité, in no way asserts the ontological character or facticity of their referents. 5 Johanna d'Arc of Mongolia seems to be a film that is ultimately about various modes of signification. Ottinger herself has suggested that the film is about 'different kinds of narration'. 6 The binary opposition that Ottinger is deconstructing is not simply that between a cultural West and a natural East, but that between a semiotically rich West and a semiotically primitive East.
Like Roland Barthes, Ottinger acknowledges that her Mongolia is an empire of signs, a construction rather than an essence. 7 Indeed, Knight suggests that the coda reveals that 'what the film persuaded us was "authentic" is in a sense as artificial as the first part of the film … the whole film is revealed as an elaborate fiction'. 8 However, an awareness of its own status as fiction and sign, Johanna seems to say, may be a useful first step, but is not in itself sufficient.
Ottinger's film is puzzling, for it seems to insist simultaneously on the signifying distance of what it shows, and on its phenomenological reality. The film finally is about the challenges and possibilities of a world in which both these concepts of the filmic signifier -seemingly mutually exclusive -are in play at the same time.
Many interpreters of Ottinger's films argue that their depictions of race are laced with irony, and that they illustrate an openness to alterity that is tied to a feminist and queer appropriation of traditionally patriarchal visual pleasure. 9 Knight suggests that Johanna 'represents difference while obliterating "otherness"'; Roswitha Mueller states that Ottinger's films express 'an insistence on difference based on inclusiveness'. 10 Others have suggested that the film does not so much critique as replicate colonialist narrative patterns of travel, exploration and kidnapping, substituting a fantasy of colonial dominance with one of utopian matriarchy, which is ultimately no less problematic. 11 Such readings are persuasive: indeed, Ottinger at times seems to justify the film's narrative premise by insisting on the Mongolian's complicity and agency in the representation, both at the level of production and within film's diegesis, in a way that could be seen as glossing over what is in fact a one-sided history of western imperialism. Still, an interpretation of Ottinger's work that considers the relation between the two differing conceptions of the cinematic sign that inform these readings has the potential to reveal underlooked possibilities for thinking about alterity and representation. The key to such a reading is to consider the film's two sections as in dialogue with one another rather than as antitheses.
In the film's prologue, the four main women on the train are introduced one by one in short The voice-over neither approves nor criticises the travellers' signifying activity, it only points to its desired purpose. The oak trees symbolically parallel the function of the voice-over: they both are 'signs placed in the void' that are intended to 'allay fears' by indexing co-ordinates for their recipients. The temporal cues in this voice-over -an 'initial' attempt, the alteration of the signs with the 'changing seasons', the final 'for a moment' -indicate that this process is temporary, and does not divide neatly into a 'before' and 'after' of signification. During the voice-over, Thanks to Heather Sias, Kaja Silverman and Patricia White.
